August Wilson's The Piano Lesson features a debate between an African American brother and sister over the ownership of a richly symbolic piano, a family heirloom that represents the Charles family's slave heritage and its endurance through Reconstruction. Ownership questions like the one presented in The Piano Lesson can usually be resolved in the courts, but Wilson's play suggests that the law might be unable to resolve property disputes so problematically entangled with the legacy of slavery. Wilson offers, instead, a non-legal resolution to the piano debate presented in his play.
II. Symbols and Meanings
Wilson's piano is one of the most compelling symbols in modern American drama, rivaled only, perhaps, by Laura Wingfield's collection of glass animals in Tennessee Williams's
The Glass Menagerie. Boy Willie cannot understand his sister's attachment to the piano and her unwillingness to part with the instrument because he fails to understand, or chooses to ignore, the piano's rich symbolic meaning. For Berniece, the piano embodies more than family history; it symbolizes the Charles family's endurance through slavery and Reconstruction. The general rule at common law is that a thief cannot acquire or transfer title to stolen property. 13 If that general rule were followed in this case, title to the piano would be in Ophelia Sutter, the true owner, or her heirs, and the debate between Boy Willie and Berniece would be moot. There is at common law, however, a well-established exception to this rule, which is that a thief's possessory interest in personal property, after passage of a statutory time period and provided certain conditions are fulfilled, can ripen into title, except as against a claim by the true owner or someone claiming through the true owner. A reason for this exception, which protects possession, is to preserve the peace:
A thief does not get complete title, but analysis shows that he does acquire an interest which is of some value. He has possession-that is, physical custody plus an intention to exclude all others-and although wrongful, yet if left undisturbed for the statutory limitation period, will ripen into a perfect title. Furthermore, it seems that if he is disturbed by anyone except the true owner or one claiming through or on behalf of the latter, his possession will be protected. . . . [N] o good reason appears why the well settled rule that possession, even though wrongfully acquired, will be protected against trespassers . . . should not apply. The law protects possession to preserve the peace.
14 Therefore, at common law, possession of the piano by Boy Charles, the thief, and his heirs was protected against anyone in the world except the true owner, Ophelia Sutter, and her heirs. Would an ex-convict like Boy Willie sue his sister in court over a piano that was stolen from a white man twenty-five years earlier? Even if he wanted to resolve his case in court, could he enlist a lawyer to take the case? How would he pay the lawyer? If he wants a favorable resolution of his case, Boy Willie would be best advised to avoid the courts and continue to use his considerable persuasive skills to convince his sister that she is morally obligated to give him a sum of money equal to half of the value of the piano, so that he could use the money to buy
Sutter's land. But Berniece has no money to pay her brother for his claim on the piano. . . . Second, the chattel may successively be held adversely in two or more states, and although the period it is so held in the last of these states is not of itself sufficient, title to the chattel is nevertheless transferred under the local law of that state because account is taken of the time the chattel has already been held adversely in the other state or states. . . The six-year statute of limitations that was enacted in 1713 was still in effect in 1936. See
